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Chapter 1

Jeremy Gets a New Mother



“He’ll do,” the woman said, pointing at Jeremy.

At least, Jeremy thought she had pointed at him. There was so much smoke swirling around the room it was difficult to say.

It belched out of her mouth in huge toxic clouds, just the way it did from the smokestacks of the Baron’s factories in the Cudgels. It billowed from her nose and cascaded over the rubbery terrain of her upper lip. Jeremy knew it was impossible, but it even seemed that smoke was shooting out of her ears, hanging in the air around her head in thick, curling wisps, like poltergeists waiting to be sucked down into the fantastic workings of the woman’s sunless insides. He coughed and found himself thinking of a story Polly had told him about three boys who had been forced to stand in a fiery furnace.

This must have been what it was like, he thought. Exactly like this.

Jeremy had never seen someone smoke two cigarettes at once. The woman used her tongue to roll one cigarette to the left side of her mouth as she shoved another one in on the right. The cigarettes were always in motion, like those tin ducks swimming in a line at the street fairs where Jeremy and Pickles had sometimes earned a meal doing acrobatic tricks or juggling.

He wanted to get a better look, but he couldn’t bring himself to do more than sneak an occasional glance. It wasn’t because of the woman’s size, either, though she was the fattest woman he’d ever seen. Her head, the few times he got a peek at it through the haze of smoke, was as big as a watermelon. And it wasn’t because of her hair, which was dyed black, black as tar, and twisted around and piled on the top and back of her head in a style Jeremy had once heard referred to as a “beehive”—in this case, a gigantic beehive, a beehive that could house all the bees that ever were.

No, it was neither of these that caused Jeremy to turn his gaze sharply to the side when Harpwitch brought him out so the woman could see him. It was the way she had first looked at him, like she was picking out an item at a store that she had to have but didn’t much want.

She gave him the once-over for what must have been the hundredth time.

“Yeah,” she said. “He’s kinda scrawny, but he’ll do.”

Jeremy stepped back away from the smoke, but quick as a cobra, Harpwitch reached out a skinny arm and pulled him over to her.

“So you like our little Jeremy Cabbage, do you?” she said, pressing her bony hip into his rib cage.

“I didn’t say I liked ’im,” the woman replied. “I said ‘he’ll do.’ That’s different.”

“Fifty piés,” Harpwitch snapped.

“Twenty-five,” the woman snapped back.

Jeremy watched as she raised a magnificently dimpled arm to point at a wooden sign nailed to the wall directly behind Harpwitch. He didn’t have to turn around to know what the sign said.
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He also knew that when Harpwitch lettered the sign, she had misspelled “stray,” replacing the “a” with an “e.”

There’s no such thing as s-t-r-e-y, he told himself, as he always did whenever he thought about the sign. That means there’s no such thing as a strey child, and that means I’m not one.

As if she had read his thoughts, Harpwitch tightened her grip on Jeremy’s shoulder. He would have run, but there was no place to go. The little room that served as an office for HHMDUCSC had no windows, and both doors, the one that led to the outside and the one that led to the room directly behind the office, where Harpwitch kept the big cages that held the mean dogs, were locked. The doors at Harpwitch’s were always locked. (There were no ugly cats at HHMDUCSC, or cats of any kind for that matter. Harpwitch was allergic. But she included them in the name of her establishment as a way to bring in customers. People were always looking for a tough cat to take care of the rats that roamed the streets of the Metropolis as freely as its citizens.)

“Twenty-five,” the woman said again.

“Thirty-five,” Harpwitch countered.

Harpwitch had to be careful. Jeremy was the only kid she had right now. For a moment, it seemed that she might have gone too far.

The woman narrowed her eyes and pursed her fleshy lips, but instead of protesting, she opened her cavernous mouth and coughed. Jeremy thought she was just clearing her throat, but that first cough was followed by a second, and the second by a third. Her large form took on the qualities of a giant amoeba, constantly changing its shape as the explosive coughing gained more and more control.

The smoke that had been clinging to her now surged away like the waters of the ocean surge away from the shore after an earthquake has struck its darkest depths. She quivered and lurched as if the ground were giving way under her. And still she coughed. And rasped. And barked.

It seemed that the woman would turn herself inside out from coughing. Someone should call a doctor, Jeremy thought. But Harpwitch didn’t do so much as offer the large woman a glass of water. She knew she had her now.

“Thirty-five,” she repeated. “Not a penny less.”

By the time the coughing subsided, sweat was pouring from the woman’s chin onto her immense bosom like an automated irrigation system gone haywire. She shoved her hand into the torn plastic bag hooked over her arm, rummaged around for a moment, and then pulled out a handkerchief.

“Done!” she gasped, using the tattered square of graying cotton to wipe away the tears the coughing fit had brought on. In her massive hands, it looked no bigger than a postage stamp.

Harpwitch released her hold on Jeremy’s shoulder. Tomorrow, there would be five tiny bruises where her fingers had worked their way into his flesh.

“I’ll just go upstairs and get the papers,” she said, moving quickly toward the interior door. “In the meantime, Cabbage, where are your manners? Give your new mother a hug.”

She reached into her pocket, produced a massive key ring, and disappeared behind the door. The huge woman jammed herself into a rickety wooden chair and, fanning her face with the handkerchief, closed her eyes. She was like a mountain of living dough.

You’re not my mother, Jeremy thought. You never will be.

Then he closed his eyes, too. He thought of happier times, times with Polly and Pickles and all the other Parrots. He remembered the story that Polly told him about how she found him, an infant left on the street in a crate of cabbages.

“There you were,” she’d begun, “naked as a baby raccoon, cooing like you couldn’t imagine a better life than to be raised with a head of purple cabbage for a father and a head of green cabbage for a mother. It’s a good thing I discovered you in there. You might have ended up in a pot of sauerkraut.”

What came next was his favorite part, about how Polly named him after the label that was peeling away from the crate: JEREMY’S CABBAGE.

“It must have been fate,” she’d concluded as she washed his face in that tiny circular pattern that always made him feel like she was rubbing in something good rather than rubbing out something bad. “After all, Jeremy is my favorite name.”

The smoking woman threw a cigarette butt onto the floor, stamped it out, and before the last spark had died, lit up another. Jeremy clenched both hands into fists. It was a habit he had acquired the night of the raids.

Where is Polly now? he asked himself. Where is Pickles? Did they end up in a place like Harpwitch’s? Or worse? 

As if Jeremy had invoked Harpwitch, the door opened and she appeared, keys rattling in her pocket like a nest of beetles. In her hand were the forms that Jeremy knew would not only release him to the smoker but also free Harpwitch of any responsibility if Jeremy turned out to be sickly or, worse, a thief.

The smoking woman slammed her hands onto the arms of the wooden chair. It creaked pitifully. Jeremy was sure that it would split in two as the woman heaved herself forward and up. But the chair, though strained to the last molecule of the very glue that held it together, stayed in one piece.

Harpwitch shoved the papers toward the woman, who stood panting and gasping from the immense effort she had just put forth. With one hand, she swabbed the handkerchief across her forehead and down her broad cheeks. With the other, she pointed at Jeremy.

“Get your things together, sonny boy,” she wheezed. “Time to take you home.”



Chapter 2

He Tells Her She Is Pleasingly Plump

Jeremy waited in the backseat of the car, his few possessions—two T-shirts and an extra pair of shorts—shoved into a paper bag. At one time, the bag must have held bananas. Their thick, sweet scent hung in the air and mixed with the smell of stale smoke.

He thought about opening a window, but just as he reached for the handle, the gleaming white hood of a Wisdom Wagon rounded the corner ahead of him. There was no mistaking it, either. In the dingy neighborhoods through which they prowled, the Wagons were as conspicuous as a sunstone in a pile of coal.

Jeremy wanted to put his fingers in his ears as Polly had taught him to do when the Wagons rolled through the Cudgels, but he was afraid the driver might see him. There had been troubling rumors recently, tales of rabble-rousers circulating dangerous ideas through the population of the Metropolis. The Baron didn’t approve of ideas in general, but these ideas were causing him to keep an even more watchful eye on his citizens. The Wagon drivers were the Baron’s spies; Jeremy didn’t want to be reported to the PatPats for suspicious behavior.

He pressed himself into the musty upholstery of the backseat. Dust, some of it as ancient as the cosmos, rose from the colorless fabric and hung in the air around his head. He held his breath and waited.

“Charity begins at home!” the voice—a man’s this time—blasted from the loudspeakers attached to the top of the Wagon. “Curiosity killed the cat!”

The huge van trolled its way down the street, slow and confident as a basking shark.

“Beggars can’t be choosers!”

“Silence is golden!”

“Ignorance is bliss!”

The man’s voice launched from the bell of the loudspeakers, battering the buildings’ shaky foundations and lodging under the eaves, where it reverberated, again and again.

Jeremy opened his eyes. The Wagon was next to him now. He released his breath and waited for the announcement. When it came—a woman’s voice now—he mouthed the words along with the recording.

“These important educational messages have been brought to you free of charge through the generosity of Baron Ignatius von Strompié and his family. Thank you for casting your vote for the Baron on Election Day. And remember, What you don’t know won’t hurt you!”

That’s a lie! Jeremy silently argued. We didn’t know the raids were coming , and look what happened.

And that bit about Election Day? Well, as far as Jeremy knew, there never had been an election in the Metropolis.

As the Wisdom Wagon reached the end of the block, Jeremy looked to his right and saw the smoking woman standing on the pavement in front of HHMDUCSC. From the way she was panting, Jeremy guessed that she was resting after the Herculean effort it had taken to come down the short flight of steps. Finally, she urged one foot in front of her and began to lurch unsteadily toward the car.

As she made her way, he thought about his last words with Harpwitch. Once the papers had been signed, she’d pulled him into the back room, “to say our little good-byes,” she told the woman. But, of course, what she had really wanted to do was remind him about the Rule.

“Don’t mess this up, Cabbage,” she’d hissed. “Remember the Rule!”

Jeremy almost laughed. Remember the Rule? It would have been impossible to forget it.

There were hundreds of rules at HHMDUCSC. Rules about laughing:Don’t! Rules about washing: Hands: once a week. Other parts: once a month. Even rules about dreaming: Nightmares fine. All other dreams forbidden! But there was one rule above all others. It was the Rule of Rules. It was the Rule, and it was just as true for the mean dogs as it was for the unfortunate children who found their way to Harpwitch.

Three strikes and you’re out. That was it. Three strikes and you’re out, by which Harpwitch meant you had exactly three chances for adoption. You could be returned once. It wasn’t good, but it was permissible. You could be returned twice. The consequences were unimaginable, but you were given another chance. If you had the great misfortune to be returned a third time, though, look out!

Just last week, one of the dogs had been brought back by its third owner. The dog’s name was Scrap. He was medium-sized, red, with a big ruff and an extravagant tail that curled over his back like a question mark.

Jeremy was afraid of Scrap, as he was of all the dogs at Harpwitch’s, but at least when he fed him and cleaned his cage, as Harpwitch forced him to do with all the dogs, Scrap didn’t lunge on his chain and snap at him as the others did.

Though Jeremy wasn’t fond of Scrap, he hated to see him come back a third time. The owner’s complaint was the same as the first two had been.

“It ain’t mean, like you said,” complained the man, who had a stringy blond ponytail and dragon tattoos running up and down his arms. “It ain’t mean at all. It don’t even bite! I adopted that there dog to bite, but all it does is growl a little bit and whine. It don’t foam at the mouth or nothin’! Gimme my money back!”

At first, Harpwitch tried to convince the man that perhaps he hadn’t been stern enough with the dog. She even tried to hand him a pamphlet she’d written: “How to Make a Mean Dog Meaner.” But when the man flexed the muscles on his arms so that the dragons looked like they were about to take flight, Harpwitch handed him his money back without another word.

“Put the dog back in its cage,” she’d said to Jeremy. “The gentleman is not satisfied.”

That night, Jeremy awakened to a terrible howling, a howling that was interrupted by an even more terrible silence. The next morning, the cage was empty.

Jeremy had never been around when a kid was returned. He didn’t want to be, either. He would try to forget everything else about HHMDUCSC—the sickening food, the terrible smells, and most of all, Harpwitch herself—but he would remember the Rule. He would remember the Rule the rest of his life.

The front door to the car opened, and a thick cloud of smoke rolled in. Through it, Jeremy saw a huge arm emerge and hook itself by the elbow on the steering wheel. Ever so slowly, as if she were being dragged by an enormous crane, the woman began to appear and settle into the driver’s side of the car. First came her tremendous bottom, as broad and varied in its topography as a small continent. This was followed by her gargantuan back and finally by her massive head, with its colossal black beehive.

Jeremy couldn’t imagine how she managed to do it. She was jammed between the steering wheel and the seat tighter than a wedge in a stump.

“I’d like to get whoever manufactured this car and wring his ding-dong neck!” she gasped. She hauled in one leg and let it settle in front of her like a dinosaur settling into a mudflat. “Why don’t they make ’em for normal-sized people?”

It was amazing how clearly the woman could speak, considering the two cigarettes that were dangling between her lips.

“You probably think it’s my fault, don’t ya, Cole Slaw?” the woman said. “That’s what I’m gonna call ya. Cole Slaw. ’Cause your last name is Cabbage. Get it?”

The woman started to say something else, but before she had a chance, she was overtaken with another coughing fit. Jeremy wondered if he should pat her on the back, but he wouldn’t have been able to even if he’d tried. The car shook so violently that he had to grab hold of a seat belt to keep from bumping his head.

Finally, the coughing subsided to a wheeze. The car settled down. Jeremy let go of the seat belt.

“Like I was sayin,’” she gasped, hauling in the other leg. “You probably think I’m too ding-dong fat for this car!”

He swallowed. As of yet, he hadn’t spoken one word to the woman. He certainly wasn’t going to begin by telling her she was too fat.

“No, ma’am,” he finally managed to say.

“No, ma’am, what?” she said.

“No, ma’am,” Jeremy replied, “I don’t think you are too . . . I mean . . . I think . . . I think you are pleasingly plump!”

The car backfired and pulled out into traffic.

Pleasingly plump! He hadn’t even known he was going to say it until it was right there in his mouth.

“That’s a good one, Cole Slaw!” the woman said “That’s a good one.”

Jeremy wasn’t sure what to make of this remark. In fact, he didn’t know what to make of the woman at all. He didn’t even know her name.

“By the way,” she said, as if she had read his mind, “call me Tiny.”

Jeremy soon realized that Tiny drove just the way she walked, lurching and weaving all over the road.

“Road hog!” she hollered, shaking her mighty fist out the window. “Sunday driver!”

He turned his attention to the throng of pedestrians making their way through the broken bottles and scraps of newspapers that littered the sidewalk. Occasionally, the wind picked up and pushed the papers over the surface of the concrete, reminding Jeremy of pictures he’d seen of devilfish skating along the ocean floor. He was hoping he might catch a glimpse of Polly. After all, stranger things had happened. But suddenly, Tiny jerked the car to the left and pulled up alongside a Wisdom Wagon that was cruising along in front of her. Now the only thing he could see was his own reflection staring back at him, like a ghostly brother lost in the glare of the Wagon’s unrelenting whiteness.

“That’s the way the cookie crumbles!” the voice shouted from the loudspeaker. “You win some; you lose some!”

By now, smoke completely filled the car. Jeremy’s eyes began to water, and though he tried to stifle it, he coughed once or twice.

“That sounds like a smoker’s cough!” Tiny said accusingly. “You don’t smoke, do ya, Cole Slaw?”

What a question! He was only eleven years old!

“No, ma’am,” he said.

“Well, that’s good,” said Tiny, lighting up a third cigarette as the car accelerated, “’cause smokin’ is bad for your health!”



Chapter 3

He Is Not Afraid of Heights

Tiny stormed through the streets of the Metropolis like a general leading an army. She turned left. She turned right. At one point, she raced around the same block three times.

It was like a ride at the carnivals. Jeremy had been on one of these marvels once, just before the raids. He and Pickles had performed all morning, moving from one crowd to another, juggling and somersaulting and propelling each other through the air like human rockets. By noon, they’d earned enough to buy a trencher, a thick block of crusty bread piled with beef or pork, for which the carnival was famous.

“I’ll get it,” Pickles had insisted. “Some of these guys use cat meat. Stay here and sing or something. Maybe you’ll earn enough to buy us a cherry slider.”

Before Jeremy could respond, Pickles trotted off in the direction of the trencher stands, but not before he scooped up the coins from the red cap in which they always collected their money. When he returned, instead of their lunch, he held two tickets.

“I found ’em,” he said. “On the ground. Next to one of the stands.”

Jeremy wanted to take the tickets to the Lost and Found. Most of the people visiting the carnival lived in the Cudgels, as Jeremy and Pickles did. The tickets were expensive. Parents scrimped for weeks to buy a single pair. But Pickles had another point of view.

“Finders keepers,” he’d insisted. “That’s what the Wisdom Wagons say.”

They hadn’t agreed on which of the rides to try. Jeremy hoped they would choose the Wheel of Heaven, an enormous gyroscope covered with rows of lights. It floated its passengers more than ten stories above the Metropolis, then slowly spun them, as if there were no such thing as gravity. You could see all of the Metropolis from the Wheel of Heaven. He’d overheard one of the disembarking passengers say that she’d even spotted Helios, the very center of the Metropolis and the private park where the Baron had built his mansion. But when Jeremy turned to Pickles to suggest they use the tickets for the gyroscope, his friend was already in line for a different ride.

From its highest hill, nearly as high as the Wheel of Heaven, the coaster’s tracks plunged almost vertically into a gaping black hole. Jeremy looked at the fiery red letters flashing over the ride: HELLCOACH. By the time he caught up, Pickles had already shoved the tickets into the vendor’s callused yellow hand. They emerged twenty minutes later, on the other side of the carnival grounds, shaken to their very bones. Jeremy tried not to notice the stain that ran down the front of Pickle’s ragged trousers. It was only later that Jeremy realized he never learned what had happened to the money that Pickles took for the trenchers.

That had been the day, too, that Pickles admired the bright blue jacket worn by an officer in the Junior PatPats. Jeremy and Pickles had watched the pug-nosed boy bullying his way to the front of the lines all day.

“I’d like to have me one of those jackets sometime,” Pickles had said.

The jacket was a wonder. There was no question about that. With its brass buttons and gold trim, it was finer than anything Jeremy or Pickles had even touched, let alone worn. But the only way Jeremy knew to get one of the jackets was by joining up, and he couldn’t imagine anyone he knew doing such a thing. The Junior PatPats were even more feared than the grown-ups in the parent organization. There were stories, many stories, of JPs turning in their parents to senior officers for a chance to try on the jackets and the power that came with them.

Tiny sped on, switching from lane to lane like a performer in a car rodeo. As she accelerated, Jeremy once again considered the odds that Pickles had not been caught in the raids.

From the moment that Polly had chosen it as their hideout, Pickles had never seemed comfortable in the Licreeary. He hated its dusty aisles and the solitude it seemed to impose the moment you crawled through its windows. But to Jeremy, with its books lining the shelves, its rooms full of maps, and its orderly separation of history from science and science from stories, the Licreeary was the best hideaway in the Metropolis. It was home.

“I’m goin’ out for a walk,” Pickles had told Jeremy that night. “This place is givin’ me the creeps. As usual!”

It was just minutes after he left that the PatPats arrived, blowing their whistles and swinging their clubs and casting their nets. Throughout the pandemonium that followed, Jeremy looked for Pickles, but he was nowhere to be seen. It was as if the boy had disappeared.

“We’re almost there, Cole Slaw,” Tiny announced from the front. She yanked the car to the right. The tires squealed, and Jeremy was thrown toward the middle of the seat as the back of the car fishtailed.

Even through the thick smoke that filled the car, Jeremy could see that the neighborhood through which they were zooming was very different from the street where Harpwitch’s was located. There, all the buildings had been attached, their bowed fronts lined up like the tattered books on a shelf at the Licreeary. But here, the houses were separated by a hand’s width of space, as if someone had come along with a giant crowbar and pried them apart.

The houses were huge, too, and made of wood rather than brick, and each was different from the next. Some had turrets that jutted accusingly toward the sky and slate roofs pitched at impossibly steep angles. Others, with their protruding fronts and small, high windows, reminded Jeremy of ships that had somehow run aground. Scattered among these larger structures sat sullen cottages, their fences with missing and broken pickets, daring anyone foolish enough to walk through their gates.

Jeremy cupped his hands against the window. Occasionally, he saw a splotch of faded green or a smudge of pink, but it had been years, perhaps decades, since anyone had thought of painting.

Tiny jerked the car to the left in order to avoid a pothole.

“That one just about had us, Cole Slaw,” she called out. “If we’d gone into that one, we woulda ended up in one of them foreign-speakin’ joints.”

Jeremy might have responded to this remark, but when the car swerved, his eye had caught something that nearly caused his heart to stop. Four words. Painted on the front of one of the houses: DOWN WITH THE BARON!

The impossibility of such a thing made him think he’d been mistaken. But as Tiny turned right, he had just enough time to look over his shoulder to see the bold black letters dripping down the cracked, weathered clapboards. Whoever painted them there had had no time to worry about neatness.

DOWN WITH THE BARON.

So, Jeremy thought, the rumors are true!

The hairs on his arms stood at attention. It was dangerous even to read such a thing. He closed his eyes.

The only time Polly had ever been really angry with him was the time she heard him repeating a rhyme Pickles had taught him.



The Baron’s digestion!

Oh, what a wonder!

It’s the talk of both

Wise men and fools.

When he sits on the pot

You won’t hear no thunder

Just the click-click 

Of glittering jewels.



But I’ve got a secret

That everyone knows;

I’ll share it with you—

Mum’s the word!

From the top of his head

To the tips of his toes

The Baron himself Is a turd!





“Do you want to end up in the Choir Stall?” Polly had scolded. “Do you?”

The Choir Stall was the most notorious prison in the Metropolis. It had gotten the name from passersby, who said they could hear the prisoners inside “singing” from the other side of the high wall that surrounded it.

Jeremy never understood why Polly had been so fierce. She was very angry with Pickles, too, but he had sloughed it off with a shrug.

“It’s only a song,” he’d said. “I sing it all the time, and nothin’s happened to me yet.”

Before Jeremy had time to consider further, Tiny lifted a tremendous leg and slammed a foot down on the brake pedal as if she were squashing a bug. Jeremy shoved his feet against the front seat as the car screeched to a halt and backfired.

“Well, here we are, Cole Slaw,” Tiny announced. “Home sweet home.”

She opened the door and slowly swung herself around so that both feet were flat on the patched, disintegrating pavement. Her bottom, however, stayed stubbornly planted.

“Gimme a hand here, Cole Slaw!” she panted. “I’m stuck tighter than a finger in a ding-dong fizz bottle.”

Jeremy hopped out of the car, thankful for his first breath of fresh air since they’d set off. Tiny held up both arms the way a baby does when it wants to be picked up. It took Jeremy a moment to realize what it was that Tiny wanted him to do. He thought about running, but the image of those four words was still stamped on his brain. For all he knew, the PatPats were watching this very moment. He wrapped his fingers around her wrists and gave a tug. His hands felt like they were sinking into soft clay.

“That little-bitty yank ain’t gonna do no good!” Tiny complained. “Put some muscle into it, Cole Slaw! I can’t sit in here all ding-dong day.”

This time, Jeremy braced his right foot against the back door of the car.

“One,” he counted, “two . . .”

On “three,” he pulled on Tiny’s arms as if his life depended on it. She flew out of the car with a loud pop, like one of those fake snakes in joke cans marked PEANUTS.

“Like I said,” she wheezed, using Jeremy’s shoulder to regain her balance, “I’d like to get whoever invented this here car and wring his ding-dong neck.”

While Tiny caught her breath, Jeremy took his first look at the house. It was the largest on the block, three stories high and with so many gables it looked like it was wearing a crazy party hat. At one time or another, the house had been blue. But the color had faded so that now, with its sagging black shutters, it looked as if it were recovering from a serious accident.

On the right side, a tower rose into the air. The higher it went, the farther it leaned away from the house, as if it was considering a break for independence. At the very top of this teetering structure was a series of small square windows.

Tiny dabbed at her forehead with the same handkerchief she had used at Harpwitch’s. She pointed to the windows.

“That’s your room, Cole Slaw. Up there,” she said. “I sure hope you’re not afraid of heights.”
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